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REYES, J. JR., J.:

Assailed in this Petition for Review on Certiorari is the March 12, 2015 Decision[1] of the Court of Appeals (CA)
in CA-G.R. CV No. 100280 which reversed and set aside the January 2, 2013 Decision[2] of the Regional Trial
Court, Ilagan, Isabela, Branch 18 (RTC) in Civil Case No. 995, a case for recovery of possession with damages.

The Antecedents

Republic of the Philippines (petitioner) averred that it is the owner of a parcel of land situated in Alibagu, Ilagan,
Isabela covering an area of 21,646 square meters, denominated as Lot 1, TS 1028. Since the 1960s, the Alibagu
Elementary School (AES) has been occupying and using the said property as a school site. In January 1983,
Severo Abarca (Severo) was allowed by the Principal of AES and President of the school's Parents-Teachers
Association (PTA) to lease a one-hectare portion of the property for a period of 10 years starting January 8, 1983.
In return, Severo paid the amount of P200.00 per year to be used for the improvement of the school. However,
after the expiration of the ten-year period and despite several demands, Severo and his children, the other
respondents, refused to vacate and continued to occupy the portion leased to him (subject property) as they had
already erected their respective houses thereon.[3]

In their Answer, the respondents denied petitioner's claim of ownership and possession of the subject property.
They admitted that in January 1983, Severo leased a portion of the school site for a period of 10 years, but the
same was already returned to AES in 1993. The respondents contended that the portion occupied by them is
outside the school site and that they have been in possession thereof since 1970.[4]

The RTC Ruling

In its January 2, 2013 Decision, the RTC ruled that petitioner is the undisputed owner of Lot 1, TS 1028 which
was surveyed on October 28, 1965 under Cadastral No. 403 and approved on March 3, 1986, for the purpose of
allocating the same as a school site for the beneficial use of AES. It held that the said lot is a public land as it is
untitled and not covered by a Presidential Proclamation as attested by Manuel Caurel, Land Management Officer
III of the Department of Environment and Natural Resources (DENR). The trial court added that as public land,
petitioner is the absolute owner of the said parcel of land under the Regalian doctrine. It noted that
Court-appointed Commissioners Cesar S. Ponce (Commissioner Ponce) and Pedro Santa Cruz, Jr. (Commissioner
Santa Cruz) both conducted relocation surveys on Lot 1, TS 1028 and found that the area occupied by the
respondents is within the school site. The fallo reads:
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WHEREFORE, in the light of all the foregoing discussions, it is hereby ordered that:

- All the defendants must vacate the leased premises described in Exhibits "E-3." "1-A" & "1-B" of the
plaintiff's property (Lot 1. Ts-1028) located at Alibagu Elementary School, Alibagu, Ilagan, Isabela; and
remove all houses and other improvements that are still found therein;

- All the defendants must pay individually to the plaintiff the sum of P500.00 monthly by way of rental
reckoned from the date of the filing of the Complaint on July 14, 1997 until they vacate the said leased
premises and remove all improvements found therein; and,

- To pay collectively litigation expenses of P25,000.00 in favor of the plaintiff.

SO ORDERED.[5]

Aggrieved, the respondents elevated an appeal before the CA.

The CA Ruling

In its March 12, 2015 Decision, the CA reversed and set aside the RTC ruling. It opined that the ruling in
Republic v. Estonilo[6] states that a Presidential Proclamation is required for the reservation of a piece of land for
a public purpose, which proclamation petitioner failed to produce. The appellate court adjudged that for an action
for recovery of possession to prosper, it is indispensable that he who brings the action fully proves not only his
ownership but also the identity of the property claimed. It noted that petitioner could not identify the exact
location and boundaries of the portion leased to Severo. Moreover, the CA declared that petitioner's denial of the
respondents' return of the leased property, absent convincing evidence, could not trump the claim that the same
had been returned because positive statement is stronger and has greater evidentiary weight than negative
evidence. Hence, it concluded that petitioner failed to present proof of its ownership over the land it sought to
recover. The CA disposed the case in this wise:

WHEREFORE, premises considered, the appeal is GRANTED. The Decision dated January 2, 2013 of the
Regional Trial Court, Branch 18 of Ilagan, Isabela, in Civil Case No. 995 is REVERSED and SET ASIDE.
The complaint is DISMISSED.

SO ORDERED.[7]

Hence, this Petition for Review on Certiorari.

The Issue

WHETHER PETITIONER HAS A BETTER RIGHT OF POSSESSION OVER THE SUBJECT PROPERTY.

Petitioner argues that the subject property belongs to the State pursuant to the Regalian doctrine; that respondents
themselves admitted that they applied for issuance of a sales patent over a portion of Lot 1, TS 1028; that by
making said application, the respondents admitted that they do not own the subject property and they
acknowledged that the same belongs to the Government; that contrary to the CA's view, it sufficiently identified
the property it seeks to recover from the respondents, i.e., the parcel of land upon which the respondents built
their houses and which forms part of the one-hectare land they previously leased from AES; that the testimonies
of petitioner's witnesses and the survey reports submitted by the Geodetic Engineers commissioned by the trial
court prove that the land which the respondents presently occupy is a portion of the parcel of land that was the
subject matter of the lease contract between the school officials of AES and Severo in 1983; and that the land
occupied by the respondents is part of Lot 1, TS 1028 which is reserved as a school site to be used for public
education purposes.[8]
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In their Comment,[9] the respondents counter that there is no proclamation reserving Lot 1, TS 1028 for use as a
school site; that petitioner could not identify the actual area and boundaries of the lot leased to them; that Manuel
Caurel, a DENR officer, testified that the subject property is alienable and disposable; and that petitioner has the
burden of proof in proving that it is the owner of the subject property.

The Court's Ruling

The petition is meritorious.

Land, which is an immovable property, may be classified as either of public dominion or of private
ownership.[10] Land is considered of public dominion if it is either: (a) intended for public use; or (b) belongs to
the State, without being for public use, and is intended for some public service or for the development of the
national wealth.[11] Land belonging to the State that is not of such character, or although of such character but no
longer intended for public use or for public service forms part of the patrimonial property of the State.[12] Land
that is other than part of the patrimonial property of the State, provinces, cities and municipalities is of private
ownership if it belongs to a private individual.

The Regalian doctrine, embodied in Section 2, Article XII of the 1987 Constitution, provides that all lands of the
public domain belong to the State. This means that the State is the source of any asserted right to ownership of
land, and is charged with the conservation of such patrimony.[13] All lands not appearing to be clearly under
private ownership are presumed to belong to the State. Also, public lands remain part of the inalienable land of
the public domain unless the State is shown to have reclassified or alienated them to private persons.[14] Matters
of land classification or reclassification cannot be assumed; they call for proof.[15] And the applicant or the
person claiming ownership bears the burden to overturn, by incontrovertible evidence, the presumption that the
land subject of an application for registration or claim of ownership is alienable and disposable.[16]

Thus, the Court declared in Valiao v. Republic:[17]

Under the Regalian doctrine, which is embodied in our Constitution, all lands of the public domain belong to
the State, which is the source of any asserted right to any ownership of land. All lands not appearing to be
clearly within private ownership are presumed to belong to the State. Accordingly, public lands not shown to
have been reclassified or released as alienable agricultural land or alienated to a private person by the State
remain part of the inalienable public domain. Unless public land is shown to have been reclassified as alienable
or disposable to a private person by the State, it remains part of the inalienable public domain. Property of the
public domain is beyond the commerce of man and not susceptible of private appropriation and acquisitive
prescription. Occupation thereof in the concept of owner no matter how long cannot ripen into ownership and
be registered as a title. The burden of proof in overcoming the presumption of State ownership of the lands of
the public domain is on the person applying for registration (or claiming ownership), who must prove that the
land subject of the application is alienable or disposable. To overcome this presumption, incontrovertible
evidence must be established that the land subject of the application (or claim) is alienable or disposable.

There must be a positive act declaring land of the public domain as alienable and disposable. To prove that the
land subject of an application for registration is alienable, the applicant must establish the existence of a
positive act of the government, such as a presidential proclamation or an executive order; an administrative
action; investigation reports of Bureau of Lands investigators; and a legislative act or a statute. The applicant
may also secure a certification from the government that the land claimed to have been possessed for the
required number of years is alienable and disposable.[18] (Emphases supplied and citations omitted)

Further, in Secretary of the DENR v. Yap,[19] the Court has already settled that the person applying for
registration or claiming ownership of a parcel of land must prove that the same has already been declared
alienable and disposable, viz.:
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A positive act declaring land as alienable and disposable is required. In keeping with the presumption of State
ownership, the Court has time and again emphasized that there must be a positive act of the government, such
as an official proclamation, declassifying inalienable public land into disposable land for agricultural or other
purposes. In fact, Section 8 of CA No. 141 limits alienable or disposable lands only to those lands which have
been Promulgated:officially delimited and classified.Promulgated:

The burden of proof in overcoming the presumption of State ownership of the lands of the public domain is on
the person applying for registration (or claiming ownership), who must prove that the land subject of the
application is alienable or disposable. To overcome this presumption, incontrovertible evidence must be
established that the land subject of the application (or claim) is alienable or disposable. There must still be a
positive act declaring land of the public domain as alienable and disposable. To prove that the land subject of
an application for registration is alienable, the applicant must establish the existence of a positive act of the
government such as a presidential proclamation or an executive order; an administrative action; investigation
reports of Bureau of Lands investigators; and a legislative act or a statute. The applicant may also secure a
certification from the government that the land claimed to have been possessed for the required number of
years is alienable and disposable.[20] (Emphases in the original and citations omitted)

First and foremost, let it be emphasized that the respondents did not deny the State's ownership of the subject
property. They admitted that they leased a one-hectare portion of the school site. They, however, contend that
they already returned the leased portion. The Court-appointed Commissioners, however, declared that the land
upon which the respondents built their houses is located within Lot 1. If in fact, their predecessor-in-interest had
been in possession of the subject property since 1970, then why did they lease the same from AES? In addition,
the respondents failed to adduce any evidence to support their claim that their predecessor-in-interest had been in
possession of the subject property since 1970. They could not even present tax declarations in their name. The
Director, Lands Management Bureau v. CA[21] held thus:

Tax receipts and tax declarations are not incontrovertible evidence of ownership. They are mere indicia of [a]
claim of ownership. In Director of Lands vs. Santiago:

. . . [I]f it is true that the original owner and possessor, Generosa Santiago, had been in possession since 1925,
why were the subject lands declared for taxation purposes for the first time only in 1968, and in the names of
Garcia and Obdin? For although tax receipts and declarations of ownership for taxation purposes are not
incontrovertible evidence of ownership, they constitute at least proof that the holder had a claim of title over
the property.[22]

Finally, the respondents cite the case of Republic v. Estonilo[23] (Estonilo) to support their claim. In Estonilo,
however, the issue is whether a petition for reservation or a court judgment is necessary to make Proclamation
265 specifically reserving Lot 4318 for the use of the Philippine Army effective. Thus, the Court ruled that under
the Public Land Act, only a positive act of the President is needed to segregate a piece of land for a public
purpose. It must be noted that while Section 53 grants authority to the director of lands — through the solicitor
general — to file a petition against claimants of the reserved land, the filing of that petition is not mandatory. The
director of lands is required to file a petition only: "whenever in the opinion of the President public interest
requires it."[24] Nowhere in the said decision did the Court declare that a proclamation is required to prove the
Republic's ownership of a public land. The burden of proof in overcoming the presumption of State ownership of
the lands of the public domain is on the person claiming ownership.

WHEREFORE, premises considered, the petition is hereby GRANTED. The Court of Appeals March 12, 2015
Decision in CA-G.R. CV No. 100280 is REVERSED and SET ASIDE.
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SO ORDERED.

Carpio (Chairperson), Caguioa, Lazaro-Javier, and Zalameda, JJ., concur.

[1] Penned by Associate Justice Victoria Isabel A. Paredes, with Associate Justices Isaias P. Dicdican and Elihu
A. Ybañez, concurring; rollo, pp. 43-59.

[2] Penned by Presiding Judge Rodolfo B. Dizon; id. at 75-89.

[3] Complaint; id. at 60-65.

[4] Answer; id. at 66-72.

[5] Id. at 89.

[6] 512 Phil. 644 (2005).

[7] Rollo, p. 58.

[8] Petition for Review on Certiorari; id. at 9-37.

[9] Id. at 158-165.

[10] CIVIL CODE, Article 419.

[11] Id., Article 420.

[12] Id., Article 421.

[13] Republic v. Intermediate Appellate Court, 239 Phil. 393, 402 (1987).

[14] Republic v. Lao, 453 Phil. 189, 199 (2003).

[15] Republic v. Vega, 654 Phil. 511, 521 (2011).

[16] Republic v. Naguiat, 515 Phil. 560, 565 (2006).

[17] 677 Phil. 318 (2011).

[18] Id. at 326-327.

[19] 589 Phil. 156 (2008).

[20] Id. at 182-183.

[21] 381 Phil. 761 (2000).

[22] Director, Lands Management Bureau v. Court of Appeals, 381 Phil. 761 (2000).

[23] 512 Phil. 644 (2005).

[24] Id. at 652.

BATAS.org - Philippine Law Library G.R. No. 217703. October 09, 2019

© 2026 batas.org  ·  Philippine Bar Review & Law-School Companion Page 5 of 6

Bar review courses, mock exams and a study planner that keeps you on pace - batas.org



ABOUT BATAS.ORG

Study smarter at BATAS.org
The Philippine bar review and law-school companion built around how your brain actually remembers.

The complete Philippine law library - free for everyone.
More than 100,000 Supreme Court decisions, Republic Acts, and executive issuances - full-text searchable, browsable
by category and year, and always free. No paywall, no login. This PDF came from it.

Audio case-brief lectures.
Any decision becomes a podcast-style lecture - facts, issues, ruling, and doctrine - with read-along highlighting and a
hands-free presentation mode. Study while commuting, working out, or resting your eyes.

Bar review built on the science of memory.
Complete, sequenced courses for all eight bar subjects, narrated like podcasts and reinforced with retrieval practice and
spaced review - the study techniques with the strongest evidence behind them.

The full law-school curriculum.
One subscription unlocks the entire J.D. curriculum - every subject, every lesson, with your progress tracked down to
the paragraph so you can pick up exactly where you left off, on any device.

Mock exams that tell you where you stand.
Timed multiple-choice exams graded instantly, with per-subject score breakdowns and focus suggestions that point you
at your weakest topics first.

A study planner that keeps you on pace.
Set your schedule and BATAS tells you every day whether you are on track for bar day - and exactly which lesson to
take next.

Start free at https://batas.org
The law library is free forever - and your first lesson is one click away.

The text of this document is an official public record and remains in the public domain. Formatting, presentation, and compilation © 2026
batas.org.

Downloaded free from the batas.org Law Library. Share it freely - the library is free for every law student, bar reviewee, and practitioner.

BATAS.org - Philippine Law Library G.R. No. 217703. October 09, 2019

© 2026 batas.org  ·  Philippine Bar Review & Law-School Companion Page 6 of 6

Study hands-free: podcast-style lessons with read-along highlighting - batas.org


